The Invention of writing During the Paleolithic era, 30-40,000 years ago, people started by drawing graffiti and paintings on rocks and walls of caves. Unfortunately, we do not know with certainty what was the purpose of these beautiful images of animals painted on caves, nor the purpose of repeated signs. The paintings of animals were probably connected to magical rites to foster hunting, while it seems the notches engraved on bones and stones were a way to count something, as for example the days which pass, the lunar months, or the prey captured.
As people settled into areas and started farming, they developed ways to make the pictures smaller and easier to recognize. These ppictographs were the earliest forms of writing. The word means 'picture-writing'. It is easy to draw pictures of a tree, water, or an animal to express a story. It is also possible to give the idea of actions, for example feet can give the idea of walking, a picture of an open mouth could mean talking or shouting, etc. Unfortunately, it took a long time to write this way and pictographs could be misinterpreted. Hieroglyphics used by the ancient Egyptians are a form of pictographs. Today, we still use pictographic symbols such as emoticons to convey ideas and feelings in a picture.  The Sumerians, an ancient group of people who lived between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in modern Iraq, took writing a step further. They simplified the pictures and made sure each syllable or sound in their language had a sign. For example; the sign for 'arrow' came to have the sound 'ti' associated with it. Therefore, the sign for 'arrow' could be used in every word that had the sound 'ti' in it.
The ancient Sumerians were the first people to develop an actual written language. Written records were very important to them and they kept records of everything. When Sumerians began writing, they used the materials that were most easily available. These were clay and reeds. They scratched marks into the soft clay with sharpened reeds. The clay was then baked in the sun. The quickest way of working was to make a series of single, straight marks. The marks were made in two directions only. The stylus was pressed down into the clay and then drawn away. The writing came to be called 'Cuneiform' from the Latin for 'wedge'. Many thousands of examples have survived the ages and we can see them today. Some are worn, some are broken, but many thousands have been found complete. The largest collection of these was found at the Library of Nineveh. There we found complete stories like The Epic of Gilgamesh, which is the oldest written story in the world. The Sumerians invented Cuneiform, but the Babylonians and Assyrians continued to use it long after the Sumerians had been destroyed. Cuneiform is not easy to read today since through time the meaning of some of the symbols changed as language changed. With patience and effort, it can be deciphered. There are many cuneiform tablets that are still waiting to be translated and ancient tablets are still being found at archaeological sites today.
